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Recent decades have witnessed some very impressive advances in knowledge in the various fields of Biology 
and these have occurred at both the cellular and biochemical as well as the community level of organization. 
Accompanying these has been a myriad texts frequently directed towards the different specialist areas. It 
is therefore very welcome to read a book that, in my view, bravely purports to survey the whole gamut of 
life sciences and in so doing both reflects current understanding of living systems and also describes the 
enormous diversity of living organisms which inhabit the earth’s environment. 
The book comprises some fifteen chapters which are equally distributed between the major parts: (1) Pro- 
cesses and organization, (2) Environments, (3) Evolution and the Fossil Record. Thus, it is not an en- 
cyclopedia set out in the more traditional alphabetical format. In fact, the manner in which the reader is 
taken from the ‘part’ (cellular processes) to the ‘whole’ (organisms, populations and communities) is an im- 
pressive feature of the book. Moreover, the diversity of organisms observed in the major environments of 
the earth, expounded in the second part, also emphasizes the ability of man to exploit and destroy en- 
vironments. The third and no less important section deals with the origin of life and attempts to explain 
the present-day distribution of plants and animal from an examination of the fossil record. 
Perhaps in a volume of this size and breadth some errors are inevitable, for example, the world vegetation 
map at the beginning of the second section is misleading: there is considerable overlap of colours depicting 
the zones; North Island, New Zealand, would appear to support desert vegetation and in subsequent maps 
the legend is incomplete. This aside, I have two general criticisms and one, more specific point. Firstly, all 
too frequently an indication of an organism’s size is absent and, secondly, the index - an important feature 
of any encyclopedia - is in many ways deficient and inconsistent, which could prove frustrating when used 
for reference. For example, a number of common organisms and certain general terms are difficult to trace, 
e.g. lizards, butterflies, protozoa, encalypts, epidermis, angiosperms, to name a few. In more specific terms, 
the earth’s environments are given a rather disparate and descriptive treatment. That is to say the inter- 
relationships of the environments in the earth’s dynamic biogeochemical system are not sufficiently em- 
phasized. Consequently, reference to a topic such as nutrient cycling is given superficial treatment. 
All in all, I regard this book to be a useful and enjoyable introduction to the life sciences and in many 
ways it provides an integrated perspective to what is a fascinating but nevertheless complex and broad field. 
S. Smith 
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